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called ayah (literally, sign, miracle). It is claimed that
every ayah is a sign of wonder.

The revelations contained in the Koran were not all re-
vealed on one occasion, but at long intervals and in response
to special needs. Mohammed by no means resorted to Divine
revelation in order to decide every case that came up for
solution. Tradition tells us that the Prophet, especially in
Mecca, only in extremely rare cases and upon the reiterated
requests of his most influential followers made up his mind
to ask God for a revelation. The case of 'Omar is cited
who had to apply several times before obtaining a revela-
tion.1 The Koran consequently is fragmentary and often
mystical in its sense, with frequent allusions to contemporary
events and persons, and can only be understood fully on the
basis of a complete knowledge of the circumstances which
surrounded its revelation. This fact explains the origin of
film al-tafsir, i. e., the science of the interpretation of the
Koran, and the reason for the many voluminous commen-
taries that were written upon it.

The commentaries on the Koran form an important part
of Mohammedan literature. They comment on the holy
text from every point of view, grammatical, literary, reli-
gious, legal, etc. Furthermore, they give the history
that attaches to each verse and go more or less fully into the
legal prescriptions that follow from it. There are also
commentaries compiled with one single purpose, e. g., from
the grammatical or the literary viewpoint alone. The more
favored are those dealing in a compact form with all of
these viewpoints. The one written by al-Baydawi is prob-
ably the most serviceable of all.

1 Hurgronje, "Le droit musulrnan ", pp. 5~6.